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      Introduction

      There’s probably no subject that fascinates us as much as human character. We all want to get to know ourselves better and
         to feel as comfortable as possible with the way we think, feel and behave. Perhaps that’s why the birth-order theory captures
         our imagination – it offers a tantalisingly simple means of understanding ourselves and others. But how much can it really
         tell you? Can it give you an understanding of how you’ve come to be the way you are? Can it help you to predict the way you’ll
         behave in certain situations, and how you’ll interact with other people?
      

      Many of us sense – quite rightly, I think – that our place in the family must make a difference. Whether we were the first,
         the middle, the last or the only child must influence the way we think, feel and behave. So why, then, do so many of us end
         up feeling unsatisfied when we try to work out the precise role that birth order plays in character formation? Why do the
         descriptions never turn out to be an exact fit?
      

      The reason, I believe, is that no one has looked at the relative role that birth-order plays – that is, whether it’s sufficient on its own, or whether it’s only one piece of the puzzle that’s
         you. Although there are plenty of explanations of ‘typical’ birth order characteristics, I don’t think birth order has itself
         ever been put into a proper context.
      

      As anyone who’s studied human nature carefully knows, a number of factors are constantly at work, helping to shape your character
         from the moment you first draw breath – how you were parented, whether you grew up in one place or moved repeatedly, whether
         your parents split up or stayed together, any traumatic events you’ve experienced and so on.
      

      Of course, we all continue to develop to some extent throughout our lives, but the foundations of character are established
         in childhood, primarily in the early years, from conception until we’re settled in school, around the age of six or seven.
         Experiences throughout later childhood and adolescence – even adulthood – matter, of course, but to a lesser extent. So I’ll
         be focusing, in the main, on the early years, considering questions such as these:
      

      • What makes each individual – even identical twins raised in the same home by the same parents – unique?
      

      • Why are some people more ambitious than others?
      

      • Why are some people self-confident while others are so unsure of themselves?
      

      While a number of forces influence character and could be considered, I’ve singled out those that I believe exert the most powerful and long-lasting effects on us all. Effectively,
         I’ve navigated the minefield of potential influences on character to present you with the most likely candidates.
      

      How Can This Knowledge Benefit You?

      Get to know yourself better

      Appraising the ways in which you fit in to your birth-order profile, as well as how you differ from it, is a powerful catalyst
         to get you thinking about the past – how you were parented, your relationships with siblings and others, shake-ups in your
         home life and so on. By going through this process you’ll be able to see more clearly how you were influenced, and how and
         when you changed as you grew up.
      

      What you’ll learn here can also help you understand more clearly why you form the relationships you do now, and why some of
         them seem so comfortable and easy to maintain, while others are more problematic. You’ll begin to see how, throughout your
         life, the relationships you seek reflect the patterns you formed in childhood.
      

      Understand the other people in your life

      If you know a person’s birth-order position, you’ll already be able to guess a great deal about the way they behave, think
         and feel. By asking a few more questions about their background – based on the other important influences I outline – you’ll
         be able to understand even more about their character and what motivates them.
      

      View life choices in a new light

      Armed with so much new information about yourself and those around you, you will learn to think about people in richer and
         more complex ways than ever before – knowing that character is the result of a number of interweaving factors. Your new perspective
         on human nature will be invaluable in helping you to assess the best course of action when presented with important choices
         – be it the best choice of partner or whether or not to go down a particular career path.
      

      How to Use This Book

      The book is divided into two parts. In Part One you will read about the four main birth-order positions – first, middle, last
         and single children – and the features that are the most typical for each of them. I’ll also provide you with a snapshot of the standard family environment for each position from the point
         of view of someone in that particular place in the family constellation, and consider the best choice of partner and career
         for them. So Part One is the foundation that will help you to understand your character.
      

      In Part Two, I fill out the birth-order picture and make those ‘typical’ characteristics you learned about in Part One more
         meaningful. Four main factors are considered in order to turn the standard list into something more personal and each of these
         has its own chapter:
      

      • Your parents What were your primary carers like? (By ‘primary carers’ I mean whoever you considered to be your parent(s); this will probably
         be your biological parents, but it could be adopting parents, step-parents, guardians or grandparents.) What were their attitudes
         towards parenting in general and towards you in particular? How were they parented themselves when they were young? What was
         happening to them when you were growing up?
      

      • Your siblings Here we consider the effects that the spacing between you and your siblings, the gender of each sibling and the total number
         of children in your family may have had on you when you were growing up. I also look at the powerful influence that the death
         of a sibling may have had or how a sibling with special needs may have affected your character.
      

      • Shake-ups in family structure These are the events that cause a family to reorganise itself – parental separation and divorce, new partners and remarriage
         and the establishing of step-families – and their effects. We’ll also examine the impact of moving house, the return of an
         older sibling who has moved away from the family home and the introduction of frail or infirm relatives. 

      • Other key relationships Did a relative, teacher, friend, friend’s parents or someone else outside the family play an important role in your development
         and influence your beliefs or attitudes when you were growing up? We’ll consider the ways in which these individuals can affect
         character. We’ll also define ‘abuse’ and look at the possible consequences of such a relationship on your character.
      

      In addition, I consider two other factors in your development. They are the relative roles of genetic and environmental influences
         on character, and something I refer to as ‘flashbulb moments’. These have their part to play in the formation of your character
         and they’ll interact with ‘typical’ birth-order characteristics too – although, perhaps, to a lesser extent than the four
         factors above.
      

      Both Part One and Part Two can be read on their own. So you may decide that you’d simply like to learn about the traits that
         characterise a particular birth-order position and how this is likely to interact with your choice of partner and career –
         in which case you’ll want to turn to Part One. If you wish to learn about the factors that influence and modify the ‘typical’
         characteristics of each birth position, look at Part Two. This will enable you to shape and reorganise what’s ‘typical’ into
         a more accurate picture of yourself. By putting both Parts One and Two together, you can create a revealing profile for yourself
         (or someone you wish to know more about) that will enrich your understanding of why you (or they) think, feel and behave the
         way you do.
      

      I’ve included case studies throughout the book, which will help to make the knowledge I share with you more personal. I’ve
         been working as a cognitive therapist for over thirty years now, so I’m fortunate to have a great deal of material from which
         to choose. In a sense, therefore, you’ll be learning not only from me, but also from the hundreds of people who’ve come to
         see me and shared their experiences so honestly and openly in my clinics. The case studies are all based on real clinical cases. However, names and details have been changed
         and cases have been amalgamated so that confidentiality is respected and individual privacy is protected.
      

      About Me

      Because this book is all about how family circumstances and background can shape character, it’s only natural that you might
         want to know a bit about me.
      

      I grew up in the Midwest in America in the 1950s and ’60s, the eldest of six closely spaced children – five girls and one
         boy. My parents both worked long hours. This was fairly unusual in those days and childcare was hard to find, so I was given
         a great deal of responsibility early on to care for my brother and sisters.
      

      If I could define my parents’ cardinal rule when parenting us, it would be that the only way to succeed is through sheer hard
         work. Furthermore, they believed that anyone can do just about anything if he or she simply tries hard enough and keeps at
         it for long enough. My parents expected us to set extremely high goals and standards for ourselves and then to work single-mindedly
         until we achieved them.
      

      Because my parents were so preoccupied with their own careers, the six of us children were often left to fend for ourselves.
         Consequently, we came to rely on one another, probably more so than we did on any adults in our lives. As a result, my relationships
         with my brother and sisters were – and still are – some of the most important in my life.
      

      We also had a very close relationship with our maternal grandparents, who, although they lived 700 miles away, often came
         to stay and look after us. I – more than any of my siblings, I think – regarded my grandparents as my main carers. I suspect
         that this was because my parents gave me greater responsibility than I wanted or felt ready to cope with, so I turned elsewhere to be looked after and nurtured myself.
      

      I now have three children of my own. The elder two are boys and the youngest is a girl, and all three were adopted as babies.
         Because I knew very little about their backgrounds, I could only watch and guess what their biological parents might be like.
         I think the fact that it was impossible to hold many preconceptions about how they’d develop meant that each of them had a
         good chance to cultivate and display their own unique characteristics. They’re certainly very different from one another in
         character, and they’ve chosen very different career paths.
      

      As the mother of adopted children, I’ve also been particu -larly aware of the powerful influence of the position in the family
         that a child grows up in as opposed to their biological birth-order position: although each of my three was a first born in
         their biological family, they’ve grown up with the pressures and advantages typical for a first, a middle and a youngest child
         respectively. You can see in each of them many of the characteristics typical of their position in the family.
      

      My eldest son likes to lead and to take responsibility. He’s competitive and he sets extremely high goals for himself. My
         ‘middle’ son’s characteristics are complicated by the fact that he has a disability, so in many ways he’s not a typical middle
         born anyway. On the other hand, he’s easily convinced by the opinions of others, he dresses unconventionally and he left school
         to pursue a non-academic training. My ‘last born’, as the youngest in our family, is extremely creative and loves to challenge
         established views. At the same time, however, as my only daughter, she’s also a ‘first born’ (this is something you’ll learn
         more about in Part Two) and has a number of first-born traits as well – she’s organised and responsible, she sets herself
         high standards and she’s done extremely well academically.
      

      Of course, this is only the anecdotal evidence of one family, but I believe it does suggest what a strong effect birth-order
         position can have.
      

      Looking Forward

      This book will, I hope, deepen your understanding of yourself and others. In ceasing to look only for simple ‘types’ you will
         learn how to use birth order as an invaluable starting point to help you unravel the complexity of human character: why people
         hold the attitudes and beliefs that they do and how these came to be. In turn, you should achieve a greater awareness of your
         own strengths and shortcomings, and be equipped to make wiser decisions in future because you know yourself better. Most importantly,
         I hope that you’ll find it easier to feel proud of and capitalise on your unique qualities and, ultimately, become more self-confident.
      

   
      
      PART ONE

The Four Main Birth-order Positions 

   
      
      Chapter One

First Borns

      
      We begin not only with the first child in the family, but also with the most common birth-order position. The modern trend
         is to have smaller families, so of course that’s not surprising. It’s estimated that in 2010 nearly 40 per cent of individuals
         in the UK were first borns, and that this figure will rise to 50 per cent before long. Perhaps, then, it’s understandable
         that more articles and book chapters have been dedicated to first borns than those in any other birth-order position.
      

      
      However, the problem is that as first borns your ‘special’ characteristics seem to be so numerous, and cover so many areas
         of functioning, that you might wonder what it is that sets you apart from anyone else! Therefore, in order to identify those
         characteristics that distinguish first borns, I’ll start by taking a look at what is likely to have been happening when you
         were growing up – in particular, what was distinctive about your upbringing and what differentiates you from your brothers
         and sisters.
      

      
      Your Family Environment

      
      The birth of a first child is an overwhelming experience for parents. Of course, the birth of each child is unique and precious, but parental feelings are particularly powerful when the entire process is new as well. Just take a look, for example,
         at the number of photographs and mementoes your parents have for their first born compared to the other children in the family.
         It’s fairly safe to conclude that most first borns start life in the care of parents who considered their existence to be
         a joyful miracle. However, the uniqueness of that situation will have had negative as well as positive consequences.
      

      
      On the positive side, the extra time and attention your parents bestowed upon you meant that you were held, attended to and
         talked to a great deal, almost certainly more than any of your younger siblings. You will have had more chances to hear language
         and to observe adult – that is, more mature – social interactions. These opportunities to hear your native language and to
         practise responding to it when you were young, are likely to have made it easier for you now to communicate well and to relate
         skilfully to other people, helping you in a number of ways. In particular, the ability to express yourself clearly means that
         you probably did well in school and were better placed to reach your potential academically.
      

      
      On the negative side, however, it must be remembered that your parents were novices. They’d never been parents before, and
         even if they’d looked after children in some other capacity, you were their first ‘full-time’ childcare job, as well as the
         first child they’d looked after who was truly their own. This almost inevitably means that they were more nervous when they
         cared for you, and because babies and children are acutely sensitive to their carers’ mood state, there’s a good chance that
         at some level, you were aware of this anxiety. This is likely to have made you more anxious than you might have been with
         more experienced parents.
      

      
      Remember, too, that you started life almost exclusively in the company of adults. Because we tend to measure ourselves in terms of those people we’re around most often, early on you may have established the habit of comparing yourself to individuals
         who were already far more capable than you were. The consequence is that you probably set high expectations for yourself –
         often unrealistically high – and that as a result you frequently feel disappointed in your achievements, even when to many
         onlookers you’re doing extremely well.
      

      
      Thus, the environment you were born into offered you many advantages in the form of lots of attention, rich exposure to language
         and opportunities to observe good social skills in action, but also some disadvantages, such as relatively little scope to
         feel more capable than others and a rather anxious atmosphere when you were growing up.
      

      
      Typical Characteristics of a First Born

      
      These are the characteristics that most often distinguish a first born:

      
      First borns have a strong desire to gain the approval of others, particularly those in positions of authority

      
      Like singles, as well as last borns who come along much later than the sibling who preceded them, you first borns have a period
         of time when you enjoy the exclusive attention of your parents. However, unlike singles and those ‘late’ last borns, sooner
         or later you lose that exclusivity. That is, at some point, you have to start sharing what you’d previously considered to
         be your own. Because this important loss is usually experienced early on – within the first four years of your life and, therefore,
         before your own sense of place in the family and of security was firmly established – your thirst for approval will probably
         always feel unquenchable. In other words, sadly, no matter how much praise or adoration you receive, you’re likely still to find yourself wanting more.
      

      
      However, for any number of reasons – perhaps because you were anxious not to annoy your parents by letting them know how needy
         you were feeling, or perhaps because you simply couldn’t figure out how to wrest their attention away from your new brother
         or sister – you may have begun to widen your search for adult praise and approval. Soon, anyone who occupied a position of
         power would become someone you wanted to please – because, of course, anyone in power is, in effect, a parental figure.
      

      
      On a similar note, you’re also liable to feel easily hurt by any criticism that’s levelled at you by an authority figure.
         This is again linked to your loss of exclusive parental attention. A criticism can feel very much like a rejection, and it’s
         therefore likely to trigger your underlying anxiety about being supplanted by someone else in the eyes of those who are in
         charge of your wellbeing. These feelings are particularly distressing for many first borns because they are unaware of why
         they’re feeling so upset.
      

      
      First borns are law-abiding and conservative, and accepting and respectful of existing rules and regulations

      
      If you’re keen to please those in authority, it follows that you’ll accept the rules they’ve set and identify with their values.
         It follows, too, that it’s less likely that you will break the law and more so that you’ll be aware of and respect social
         mores and community regulations.
      

      
      You first borns also tend to be more conservative in your outlook. You value traditions and are apt to look up to the older
         established and well-known members of society. New ideas and innovations may feel more threatening to you than they do to
         individuals in other birth-order positions. As a result, you’re more likely to stick with what you know rather than take your chances with new and unproven schemes and ideas.
      

      
      First borns want to be in charge and ‘in control’ and to take up positions of leadership

      
      Not only do you admire those in power, many of you also want to be just like them – in other words, to assume power yourself.
         This may not, unfortunately, be for the best of motives! When any of us loses something that’s really important to us – in
         your case, the full attention of your parent(s) – a common way of dealing with this is to become the giver ourselves of what
         we feel we’ve lost. That’s why some first
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